
,---~~ __ Lending an Ear~~ __ ----I 
Why Leaders Must Learn 

to Listen Actively 
The ability to listen effectively is an essential component of 

leadership. But many leaders, often unknowingly, fall short in this area. 

By learning the ski ll s and behaviors of act ive listening-the wi ll ingness 

and ability to hear and understand-leaders can become more 

effective. 

any leade rs take for 
granted their abil ity to listen to oth­
ers. B UI they arc often surprised to 
learn that the ir peers, di rec t reports, 
and bosses think thallhey don ' t li sten 
we ll and that they are impatient , 
judgmental, arrogant , or unaware. 

The nbililY 10 lislen effeclively is 
,Ill essential component of leadership. 
Most leaders know they Ileed to be 
good li steners 10 be effec tive, but even 
though they may have the best inten­
tions, tlley clon't know specifically 
what to do (or not to clo) to become 

beller li sleners. By learning Ihe skills 
and behaviors of tlctive listellillg. 
leaders can become more effective. 

Active listening is a persoll 's wi ll ­
ingness and abi li ty to hear and under­
stand. It is usefu l to think of act ive 
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lis tening as an exchange between 
people. On one level Ihe qualilY of a 
conversation can be improved when 
one person is engaged in active lis­
tening. Leaders who practice ac tive 
listening are able to draw out more 
and more meaningful information 
during a conversation. At its most 
engaging and effective, active li sten­
ing is the norlll for conversation, and 
everyone involved is a full part ici­
pant. At thi s level it involves bringing 
about and linding common ground , 
cOllnccting to each other, and being 
opcn to new poss ibilities. 

SIX SKILLS 
Active listening involves six ski lls: 
payi ng attention, holding judgment, 
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re fl ecting, c larifying, summari zing, 
and sharing. Each skill contributes to 
the ac tive li stening mind-set, and 
each includes vario Li s techniques or 
behaviors. 

Paying Attention 
A primary goal of ac tive listening is 
to se t a comfortable tone and a ll ow 
time and opportunity for the other 
person to think and speak. By paying 

,!Sct l~I!.JJ steC(lJn[lj: requires 

mU!d~~l.s) :II~er:specti'ves. and 

possibilities. 

attention to your behavior and th at of 
the other person, you create the se t­
ting for productive dia logue. 

Adopt the frame of mind of a lis­
tener and learner. Be focused on the 
moment. Remember that your inten­
tion is to connect to and under­
stand- not interrogate- the other 
person. Operate from a place of 
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respect, letting yourself empathi ze 
with the other person. 

Maintain comfortable eye contact. 
Show interest. Maintain an open 
body position and posture . Give nOll ­
verbal affirmati ons. Nod to show that 
you understand . Indicate understand­
ing and keep the other person talking. 

Observing closely and hearing 
e ffec ti ve ly require careful allentioll . 
Pay c lose allention to the other per­
son's nonverbal and verbal behav ior 
in orde r to pick up on and make 
sense of the important in fo rmati on it 
offers. 

Holding Judgment 
Active listening req uires an open 
mind. As a listene r and a leader, you 
need to be open to new ideas, per­
spec ti ves, and possibilities. Even 
when good listeners have strong 
views, they suspend judgment , hold 
the ir critic ism, and avoid arguing or 
trying to se ll the ir point of view right 
away. Tell yourself: " I'm here to 
understand how the other person sees 
the world. It is not time to judge or 
give my view." 

Ho lding judg ment is parti cularly 
important when tensions run high. 
Let the othe r side vent or bl ow off 
steam if needed. Don' t jump imme­
di ate ly to probl em solvin g or offer­
in g ad vice. Be comfort able with 
remaining s il ent. Your main j ob is to 
li sten and pay attenti on. Thi s does 
not necessaril y mean you agree; it 
shows that you are trying to under­
stand. 

Empathy- the ability to put your­
self in someone e lse's shoes and tem­
poraril y live in that person's world­
ex presses your willingness to 
understand the other person's situa­
tion without passing judgment. For 
example, a leader might say, " I'd be 
exc ited too if I hac! sllch attrac tive 
options before me," or, " It must be 
rea ll y hard to make thi s choice." 
Empathy conveys respect fo r the 
other person and hi s or her views and 
experi ences. 

Leaders can show their genuine 
intention to be open-minded by say­
ing something like, 'Till coming 
from another perspective and I want 
to understand your view," or, "My 
goal here is to understand, not to 
j udge or make a dec ision." 

Each person brings a uni que per­
spect ive to a situation. Experience, 
culture, personal background, and 
current ci rcumstances all contri bute 
to the way people act and interact at 
work. COllllllunicate th at you would 
li ke to lInde rstand things th rough the 
other person's unique lens. 

Slow your pace to allow the other 
perSall to talk and e laborate. Don' t 
speed the cOllversati on a long. Allow 
pauses. 

Reflecting 
Like a mirror, re fl ec t informati on and 
emotions without agreeing or di s­
agreeing. Use paraphrasing-a bri ef, 
periodic recap of the other person's 
key points- to confirm your under­
standing. Re fl ec ting the other per­
son's information, pe rspec ti ve, and 
fee lings is a way to indicate that you 
hear and understand . DOll ' t assume 
that you understand correc tly or that 
the other person knows you have 
heard . The ability to re fl ec t the other 
person's content as we ll as feelings 
creates strong rapport and deepens 
the explorati on. 

Demonstrate that YOll are tracking 
the in fo rmation presented by periodi ­
cally restating the other person's 
bas ic ideas, emphasizing the fac ts. 
Responses sllch as, "What 1'm hear­
ing is ... " or, "Let me make sure I 
understand what you're say ing ... " 
allow you to identify any disconnects 
and signal to the other person that 
you are ge tting it. 

Identifying the emotional message 
that accompanies the conte nt is 
equally important but oft en more 
challenging. Yet re fl ec ting the other 
person's emotions is an e ffec tive way 
to gel to the core of the issue. The 
emotiona l message may be contained 
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in the words lI sed, the tone or vo ice, 
the body language, or a combination 
of these things. Refl ecting the other 
person's emotions shows lhat YOll are 
paying close attention and putting 
energy in to understanding what he or 
she is cOlllmunicating. 

Clarifying 
Double-check any issue that is 
ambiguous or unclear. Open-ended, 
clari ry ing, and probing ques tions are 
important tools. 

Open-ended questions draw peo­
ple out and encourage them to 
expand their ideas. They allow you 10 
uncover hidden issues. They al so 
encourage peopl e to refl ec t rather 
than justirying or derending a posi­
tion or trying to guess the " right" 
answer. Open-ended questions can' t 
be answered with a simple yes or no. 
Examples or open-ended questions 
include 

"What are your thought s 0 11 . 

"What led you to draw this con­
clusion?" 

"What would happen next?" 

?" 

C larirying questions help ensure 
understanding and c lear up confu­
sion. They defi ne problems, uncover 
gaps in informati on, and encourage 
accuracy and precision. Any who, 
whm, where, whell , hOI\l, or why 
ques ti on can be a c larify ing question, 
but these are not the only possibili­
ti es. For ex ample: 

"Let me see if I' m clear on what 
you' re saying. Are YO ll talking about 
... ?" 

" I mllst have mi ssed something. 
Could YO ll repeat that?" 

" I am not sure that I got what you 
were saying. Can you explain it aga in 
another way?" 

Probing ques ti ons introduce new 
ideas or sugges ti ons. They often 
hi ghli ght de ta il s and contain an ele­
ment of challenge. By asking prob-

ing ques ti ons instead of te lling oth­
ers what to do, YO ll invite re fl ec ti on 
and a thoughtful response. Thi s 
fos ters ow nership of dec isions and 
outcomes and serves to deve lop 
problem-solving capac ity in othe rs. 
Exa mples of probing ques ti ons 
include 

"More specitica ll y, what are some 
of the things you have tri ed?" 

"How direc t have you been with 
the sales fo rce manager aboul the con­
sequences fo r the salesforce if the sit­
uation doesn' t change?" 

"What is it in your leadership 
approach that might be contri buting 
to her fa ilure to meet her deadlines?" 

Summarizing 
Briefl y restate core themes ra ised by 
the other person as the conversa tion 
proceeds. Summari zing he lps people 
see the ir key themes and contirms 
and solidifies your grasp of the ir 
point of view. The summary does not 
necessaril y imply that you agree or 
disagree; it merely allows you to 
c lose the loop. It may lead to addi ­
tional ques tions as a tran sition to 
probl em solving. It also helps both 
parties to be c lear on mutual respon­
sibilities and fo llow-up. 

Brie fl y summari ze what you have 
understood as you listened. For 
ex ample, YO ll might say, " It sounds 
as if your main concern is . or, 
"These seem to be the key points 
you have ex pressed .... " In addi ­
ti on to- or instead of- doin g the 
summari zing yourself, you may ask 
the other person to summari ze: 
"Wh at have you heard so far?" or, 
"To make sure we' re on the same 
page, would you please summari ze 
for both of us the key pl ans we've 
agreed upon today?" 

Sharing 
Being an acti ve listener doesn' t mean 
being a sponge, passively soaking lip 
the in form ation coming your way. 
You are an ac tive party to the cOll ve r-

sat ion, with your own thoughts and 
feelings. Yet active listening is first 
about understanding the other person, 
then about being understood. That's 
hard for anyone to learn and apply. It 
may be especiall y hard for people in 
leadership roles, who may have been 

led to be lieve that they need to be 
understood first so that o thers can 
fo ll ow them. 

As YO ll ga in a clearer understand­
ing of the other person's perspec ti ve, 
ii 's time to introduce your ideas, 
feelings, and sugges tions and to 
address any concerns. It 's time to 
share your view and to collaborate 
on soluti ons and next steps. For 
ex ample , you mi ght say, "Your 
telling me ... triggered the thought 
that ... " or, " I fe lt so happy when it 
became c lear to me from what you 
sa id that I wasn' t the onl y one feel­
ing that way." 

BLOCKING THE WAY 
Most peopl e would see some of the 
skill s and behaviors assoc iated with 
acti ve li stening- not interrupting, for 
example-as bas ic courlesy. But 
o ther ac tive listening skill s (such as 
asking c larifying ques tions) are less 
familiar and therefore Illay require 
teaching and prac tice. Leaders who 
seek to im prove their ability to 
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actively li sten may face a number of 
barriers, including these: 

The ill/age of leadership. The 
role of li stening can seem to contra­
dict common cultural notions of 
what a leader is. In a soc iety that 
va lues leaders who are ac tion ori ­
ented, chari smatic, visionary. and 
directive. the expectat ion is that 
leaders should have all the answers, 
call all the shots, and do a ll the talk­
ing . The emphasis on the perfor­
mance of leaders cuts into their abil-

In their Interactions 

with others. 

ily to be quiet and lis ten. Research 
has shown that leaders believe they 
li sten as Illuch as they talk. But it 
has also shown that they do 80 per­
cent or the talking in their interac­
tions with othe rs. 

Silell ce (IS (lgreelllellf. Li stening 
quiet ly can also be confused with 
agreement with or acceptance of the 
other person's ideas and perspective. 
When leaders di sagree or have addi­
tional ideas and information, they 
may be quick to debate or respond. 

t4 

Active listening allows different 
viewpoints to be aired and assessed. 
It does not require you to discount or 
hold back your own opini on or obj ec­
tions; however, it does require allow­
ing yourself sufficient time to learn , 
uncover assumptions, and seek clar­
ity-ali with an open mind. 

£rlel'l/{/ I pressllres. A volatile, 
uncertai n, complex, and ambiguous 
environment makes it tempting to not 
li sten. The daily demands placed on 
leaders make it difficult to slow 
down , foc us, and inquire. At the same 
time, one of the critical skills for 
dealing with uncertain conditions is 
the ability to actively solicit informa­
tion and make sense of it. Comll1u­
nicating effec ti ve ly-especia lly the 
abi lity to listen well - is a survival 
skill. 

Lack of know-how. Listening is a 
neglected communication ski ll . Much 
of the emphasis in disc llss ions of 
communication by leaders is on how 
they can effect ively get the ir message 
out. Less emphasis is placed on 
ensuring that leaders accurately 
receive the messages of others. 

Illdividllallllakeup. A leader's 
ex per ience (whether she is accus­
tomed 10 working co llaborative ly or 
independently, for example) and per­
sonality (such as whether she is 
action driven, impatient , talk ori­
ented, or reserved) may also create 
barriers to e ffective active listen ing. 

Time and place. Listening is par­
ticularly challenging when a leader 
isn' t in the same room with those 
with whom he is working. Telephone 
ca ll s and videoconferences are imper­
sonal, nonverbal cues are mi ssing, the 
technology may be distracting, and 
the lure of multitask ing is strong. 
Active li stening Jllay be all the more 
important when leaders are routinely 
working with co-workers around the 
world. 

Elllolion. When people express 
strong feelings, it may be tempting to 
react quickly or passionately. It 's bet­
ter to use active li stening to ease ten ­
sions, address conflict, and find com­
mon ground for solving problems. 
Low-grade emotions can also make it 
difficult to li sten well. When a leader 
is negot iating with someone she 
doesn ' t respect, it can be a challenge 
to listen without judging and to be 
patient. Emotions are always going to 
pl aya role at work; a good leader is 
able to manage her feeling s and he lp 
others to manage theirs. 

Cullural differences. The way we 
work, communicate, and lead is 
deeply connected to our cultural 
backgrounds. Routine or natural 
behaviors can be mi sinterpreted and 
can create unexpected problems when 
we are working with people whose 
cultural backgrounds are different 
from ours. Similarly, ideas and tech­
niques that leaders learn-including 
techniques of active listening- have 
some level of cultural bias. Although 
ac tive listening may allow us to COIll ­

municate better in culturally diverse 
settings, il is important to be mindful 
of our ow n assumptions and interpre­
tations. 

NOT OPTIONAL 
Active listening can make a huge dif­
ference in leaders' interact ions with 
others. Working re lationships become 
Illore solid as they are based on trust, 
respect, and hones ty. Leaders benefit 
from the depth of engage ment and 
information that results; they can plan 
and proceed with greater insight and 
knowledge. Active li stening is not an 
optional component of leadership; it 
is not a nicety to be used to make 
others fee l good. It is a critical com­
ponent of the tasks facing today's 
leaders. ~ 
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